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ABSTRACT
Opportunities that Exist for Communication Experts
in the Field of Communication Consulting
Dale E. Shriver, II
This study examined the opportunities that exist for
communication experts, particularly graduate students, in
the field of consulting. Interviews were conducted with
established consultants to determine how consultants
describe their job functions, what kinds of consultants are
needed in organizations, and what barriers to entry exist
for those wishing to enter the field. Results indicate that
there are several factors to consider when attempting to
enter the field of consultation.
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Chapter One
Opportunities that Exist for Communication Experts
In the Field of Communication Consulting
RATIONALE
There is a need for students of human communication studies
to have an understanding of the opportunities that exist for them
in the job market after their academic pursuits have come to a
close.

The field of communication studies is varied and diverse

and often with that diversity comes a great deal of ambivalence
and misunderstanding about potential career tracks.

Many

communication students may not fully know what great potential
exists in their degrees.

Both graduate and undergraduate

students struggle with finding their niche in the marketplace and
often fail to accurately describe their academic endeavors when
placed under public scrutiny.
It becomes confusing for those students, especially
undergraduates, to decide what career track to adopt once they
graduate with a degree in communication studies.

Unlike a degree

in accounting, where the graduate will probably focus on becoming
an accountant, or a degree in engineering where the student will
probably focus efforts on constructing or improving products, the
degree in communication studies will not offer such a focus.
Undergraduates are often coached into the understanding that
1

their degree is a "do-it-yourself" venture where the student
focuses on specific interest areas where communicative competence
is relevant.
As with undergraduates, the graduate student may be just as
confused as to what to do with a newly earned higher level of
education.

Even after spending a year or more in graduate

studies, the degree remains a "do-it-yourself" venture.

To

facilitate this, graduate students are often given options as to
what they can study so that their individual needs are served.
In addition to the students being confused, the general
population outside of the discipline questions the value of a
degree in communication studies.

This is probably due to a lack

of understanding about what the degree entails and the lack of a
concrete application of such a degree.

For example, in a recent

episode of the television show "The Simpson’s," a comment made by
the physician character, Dr. Julius Hibbert, to an injured
football player, ridiculed the idea of holding a degree in
communication studies:
Hibbert:

(to the injured football player) "Oh, your playing

days are over, my friend.

But you can always fall back on

your degree in...communications?!
2000)
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Oh dear lord!" (Gibby,

This is just one humorous example of how the degree in
communication studies is not fully understood by the popular
culture.

Lack of concreteness may be one of the reasons why this

discipline is misunderstood.

Due to this misunderstanding,

graduates seeking employment are often queried about their
endeavors during job interviews.

A graduate might be asked

during a job interview, "What does a communication student do?
Work on telephones?"

Many communication studies undergraduates

might not be prepared to answer this question.

Not only is the

general populous confused about their chosen subject, but also
students might not know how to verbalize what it is they study.
In fact, communication studies majors, both at the graduate
and undergraduate levels, are well suited to work in a variety of
different fields.

The field that a communication major chooses

to work in varies depending on his or her interest.

One concrete

career option that may be persued by the communication major
might be that of "communication expert" within a company,
department, or unit.

This type of position, as a communication

expert, is the key focus of this research.

These experts are

often called upon to "fix" problems that arise among supervisors
and subordinates, as well as customer relations issues.

These

types of employees are often called communication consultants and
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offer a concrete example of a career in which communication
specialists are particularly well suited.
Many communication scholars might find working in an
organization, or independently, as a consultant very rewarding.
Consultants balance a variety of theoretical constructs, personal
experiences, and practical applications within organizations.
The field of consultation has been defined in a variety of
different ways.
DeWine (1994) has defined consulting as, "entering into a
system (or intervening) to stop the progression of some
destructive human process and to improve the ability of the
organization to function" (p.24).

Blake and Mouton (1976)

describe consultation as:
"...a useful tool in helping individuals deal with many of
the complex difficulties they face today.

Consultants offer

assistance by intervening-that is, by taking some action to
help a client solve his or her problem." (p.2)
Although these definitions vary slightly, they offer a
tangible insight into the areas in which communication
specialists can make application of the knowledge they have
attained. This is especially true where communication constructs
are the matter in question.

For the purposes of this paper, a

simplification of these definitions for a communication
4

consultant can be defined as being a person who bridges the gap
between theoretical human communication constructs and real-life
applications to solve problems that arise around communication
issues.
The field of consulting is a diverse field that could range
from an accounting consultant to an industrial consultant to an
engineering consultant.

However, for the purposes outlined here,

the focus will stay on the communication consultant, specifically
those who deal with human communication issues.

This paper

examined the possibilities that exist for human communication
specialists to enter the world of communication consulting as a
career and attempt to discover the barriers that exist to enter
the field.

5

RESEARCH QUESTIONS
One of the first explorations that an aspiring consultant
would need discover about careers in consultation, would be to
locate some consultants with whom to develop a relationship.
This could be considered the exploration period.

Since, locating

consultants was the first step, the first research question dealt
with locating consultants:
RQ1: Who are communication consultants and how can they be
located?
Once this research question was answered, it was logical to
discover what types of job functions they perform.

Since the

consultant’s position is highly varied, there was a wide variety
in job descriptions.

This called for a second research question:

RQ2: How do communication consultants describe their job
functions?
Graduate students and communication experts would gain
insight into knowing what kinds of consultants are needed in
organizations so that they can better market themselves.

Since

the career in consulting probably does not necessarily involve
selling a concrete product, it was important to discover what
kinds of services are needed in organizations.
third research question:
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This lead to the

RQ3: What kinds of communication consultants are needed in
the dynamic workplace today?
Once the above three research questions were answered
regarding locating consultants and learning about their job
functions, it was important to know the barriers to career entry
that exist.

As with any organization, it is important to know

what barriers exist for entry.

This is the ultimate goal of

anyone seeking entry to any field, and understanding this will
make a stronger candidate for a position.

This lead to the

fourth and final research question:
RQ4: What barriers to entry exist for aspirants who wish to
become consultants?
These research questions were answered by interviewing
consultants who are established in the field.

They have the

insight that is needed for an aspiring consultant to enter the
field and be successful.

To answer these general research

questions, systematic study was needed, using interview data.
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Chapter Two
METHOD
PARTICIPANTS AND PROCEDURES
To answer the research questions outlined, interviews were
conducted with consultants who deal frequently with communication
issues.

Since the primary focus of this paper is on

communication, consultants who do not deal with human
communication issues were systematically excluded from the study.
For example, accounting and engineering consultants were not
interviewed.
In order to discover the sampling frame at hand, two methods
were used.

First, lists of consultants were obtained through

pre-established relationships.

In essence, one consultant

contact led to another contact.

There were questions at the end

of each interview to see if there are other consultants who might
be willing to be interviewed.
An Internet search for consultants also proved to be
beneficial.

The Internet has quickly become an easy way to

promote entrepreneurs, and many people have discovered this.

It

is relatively inexpensive to put up a web page, and it gives
relatively "free" advertising for many companies and individuals.
Since many entrepreneurs are using the Internet, this study
assumed that consultants are also doing this.
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Most of the

consultants that were contacted used some form of advertising on
the Internet.
There are some limitations involved in using a convenience
sample of this type.

Primarily, the information obtained through

this study can not be assumed to be representative of all
consultants because of the lack of a definitive sampling frame
and lack of randomization.

The information gathered from this

study should be considered to be preliminary and would be
beneficial to future research in the area.

Perhaps once a

definitive list of commonly held professional organizations
becomes apparent, membership lists can be obtained.

Random

sampling may take place in the future.
Reliance on Internet sources systematically excluded those
who do not use the Internet as a method of self-promotion.
was taken into consideration.

This

Since, results here will be

preliminary and are not intended to make sweeping
generalizations, the results of this study were not impacted.
Participants were offered "intrinsic" incentives to
participate in the interview.

They were told that this study is

an attempt to define the field of communication consulting and to
identify the opportunities that exist for communication
specialists within the field.

Therefore, by participating, the

information they share about their own practices will help others
9

learn about the field.

As an added incentive, a copy of the

final research report was mailed to the respondent if requested.
These two incentives were adequate enough to draw interest in
being interviewed.
When the interviews were conducted the participants were
thanked for their participation and were asked if they would
permit the recording of the interview.

Recorded conversations

were kept, so that pertinent information and quotations could be
referenced when needed.

All participants agreed to be recorded.

Interview notes were taken during conversations and were used
when answering the research questions.

All participants were

informed in advance of the true purposes of this study and no
deception was used of any sort.
Appendix A contains the interview questions that were asked
of participants.

Since these questions are open ended, some

deviation from order in which questions were asked occurred so
that interviews could be more “conversational.”

All attempts

were made so that this deviation was minimized so that the
research would be as systematic as possible.

Deviations from the

question list were evident in the recordings and interview notes.
DATA ANALYSIS
The information collected was summarized and synthesized to
answer each research question.

A careful examination of the
10

recorded data assisted in collapsing the answers to the interview
questions into categories.

For example, when consultants were

asked about their job functions, their responses were categorized
so that some sort of generalization can be made.

This data

analysis was divided in such a way that all four research
questions were answered, and to see if there were any areas left
to be explored in the future.
The results section of this research project summarizes the
categories of answers that were given by the interviewees.
information is organized by research question.

This

A "suggested

reading" list was also included as an additional tool for future
researchers to use as a reference point (see Appendix B).
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Chapter Three
RESULTS
SAMPLE RESULTS
Ten participants, five males and five females, agreed to be
interviewed.
recorded.

Each participant agreed to have the interview

Years of consulting experience ranged from one to

thirty-one years.

The mean was 14.5 years experience.

One

individual had less than one year of experience, and was
considered to be an outlier.
Each participant held some sort of college degree. Of the
ten interviewees, all possessed a bachelor’s degree, seven
possessed a master’s degree, and two held a Ph.D. or Ed. D.
degree.

Generalizing from the sample, it could be assumed that

most consultants have pursued a significantly larger level of
education beyond the Baccalaureate.

It would be out of the

ordinary to find a consultant with very little educational
background.

Most are extremely educated, with a noteworthy

business background.
Focusing on bachelor’s degrees, five of the interviewees
held some sort of communication related degree.

Specific focuses

in degrees were bachelor degrees in organizational communication,
interpersonal communication, speech communication, or mass
communication.

The other five in the sample held bachelor
12

degrees in business administration, psychology, graphic design,
and piano performance.
Half of the consultants interviewed held a master’s degree
in a communication studies field.

The other two master’s degree

holding consultants attained them in organizational development,
and in music performance.

Of the three consultants who held

doctorates, all were in communication studies.
RESULTS OF RESEARCH QUESTION ONE
Research question one asked, “Who are communication
consultants and how can they be located?”

This question dealt

primarily with the discovery of communication consultants.

To

answer this question, participants were asked about the
professional organizations they are members of.

See Table 1 for

a breakdown of organizations.
The most common organization that was listed by the
consultants interviewed was the American Society for Training and
Development (ASTD).

Nine of the consultants interviewed either

were members of this organization or believed that it was worthy
for consultants to be involved with.

The ASTD is an organization

that serves as a resource for consultants and trainers, which
holds annual conventions, and which publishes considerable
amounts of materials for consultants and trainers to use.
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Other top organizations that were mentioned included many of
the human communication scholarly organizations.

Although less

likely to provide resources for use during training and
consulting interventions, respondents cited their utility when
networking, and staying current with the literature regarding
communication studies in general.

Some of these organizations

included: The National Communication Association, the
International Communication Association, The Eastern
Communication Association, and the Western Communication
Association.
Other organizations mentioned included local chambers of
commerce and other human resource groups.

These other

organizations were groups that were much more helpful for
individuals, and were more specific to the individual needs of
specific consultants and firms.
RESULTS OF RESEARCH QUESTION TWO
Research question two asked, "How do communication
consultants describe their jobs and career functions?"

This

question was more difficult to pinpoint, but a collapse of
interview questions one and two provided a good foundation.
Specifically, these questions focused on a description of job
functions.
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After examination of the data, a general trend is evident.
Although the field of consulting is one that is very diverse,
some generalization can be made.

Most of the consultants

interviewed worked in different fields.

Some reported working in

higher education as a professor, some reported being selfemployed as owners of their own consulting firm, and one reported
that she works for a larger consulting firm as an internal
consultant.
Although there are differences in specifics, the position of
consultant could be considered to be one of the helping
professions.

Similar to teachers, the consultant is, all cases

of this examination, always working with other people to make
organizational improvements.

In some instances, the consultants

may be working together to improve the way change is communicated
in an organization.

In other instances, the consultant may be a

process practitioner, where intervention is necessary to make
positive changes to the organization.

In the broadest sense,

three areas emerged that could encompass most of the functions
described by the consultants in this sample.
coach, and specialist.

They are trainer,

Specific breakdowns are available in

Table 2.
The first of the three areas of specific examination is that
of trainer.

These consultants are involved directly in the
15

training of adult students in communication constructs, such as
listening skills, conflict management, change management, and so
on.

Several consultants in this sample (Bittman, 2000; DeWine,

2000; Doyal, 2000; Mesiti, 2000 ; Soskin, 2000) indicate that
they are involved in some aspect of the delivery of materials in
these areas.

These individuals indicate that they themselves

conduct seminars so individuals can learn these constructs.

For

example, Mesiti (2000) says this about her career as a trainer:
“I do a lot of training with companies on topics such as
developing marketing strategies, how to communicate...but my
focus stays on their development needs.

I create customized

programs, and they range anywhere from how to communicate
effectively, technical writing skills, to communication over
the phone.

We create communication and writing units as

well as communication and presentational skills....so that
if individuals are presenting proposals, sales ideas,
whatever it might be, then we are able to help them to
present themselves well.” (Bittman, 2000)
Also falling into this category includes those who are
concerned primarily with communicating change.

Several of the

consultants interviewed (Clarke, 2000; Doyal, 2000; Keener, 2000
& Soskin, 2000) said that they are involved in the development of
plans to deliver some sort of organizational change into the
16

organization.

As a general trend, organizational leaders are not

experts in this area, and often call on outside experts to
deliver messages to their employees.
The second category that emerged was that of coach.

Those

who report being a coach frequently work one-on-one with
corporate leaders on a variety of issues.

For example, one

interviewee (Weiner, 2000) says that he coaches his clients by
“offering advice and council to senior management on a variety of
human communication issues.”

Here, rather than working more with

the employees of an organization, there is a focus on working
with senior executives. Coaching is more of an upper level
management function where as training is more of a lower level
management focus.

Instead of working with the front lines on

issues, it can be generalized that these consultants work behind
the scenes with the people who actually make the major decisions.
Helping to set the agenda was another important focus for
coaches.

Another consultant, (Clarke, 2000) reported that he is

involved heavily with helping to set goals and agendas for his
clients.

Clarke offers very little help as to the technical side

of issues, but as a generalist he is able to shape the direction
of the organization, so that the organization can make changes
that are positively related with the direction of the
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organization.

Specifically, he says this about his career as an

executive coach:
“We are a consulting company.

We might go in – have an

executive meeting with the senior executive team or retreat
where we look carefully at the vision strategies.

We then

take those vision strategies and develop communication plans
to be sure that those visions are communicated throughout
the organization.”

(Clarke, 2000)

The third category of consultant that emerged was that of a
specialist.

A specialist can be defined as a consultant who is

hired specifically to perform some sort of technical or
specialist work.

In this sample, one consultant (Barraclough,

2000) was requested to develop assessment tools for a government
agency.

He was the key planner in making assessments about

employee satisfaction and communication patterns within the
organization.
process.

Conducting needs assessments is a technical

It involves the development of instruments and the

technical capability of being able to analyze the data that is
returned.

Barraclough describes his experience as a consultant

in the following way:
“The inital idea was to do a baseline survey and then an 18
month follow-up to see if they were making
improvements....the organization I worked for was not
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familiar with survey design and execution, and so, and the
employee there ended up calling the department where she had
graduated, which happened to be where I was working at the
time.

That lead to the organization calling on me to

complete the task, since I had experience in this area.”
(Barraclough, 2000)
RESULTS OF RESEARCH QUESTION THREE
Research question three asked, “What kinds of communication
consultants are needed today in organizations.”

This question

was asked because it is important to know the market for aspiring
consultants so they know what areas in which to specialize.
DeWine (2000) offered one concise answer to this.

She said

that basic training in communications skills will always be
needed in organizations.

DeWine says that, “we will never just

do away with basic communication skills.

We will always need

people who can help groups reach decisions, and interact
effectively.”

In addition, DeWine believes that others also

need to learn how to use technology correctly.

She says that a

focus on technology is important in today’s organizations.

Many

corporate leaders do not understand the implications of it’s use.
According to DeWine, technological advances have had major
impacts on organizational communication and human relationships.
Therefore, as part of her work as a consultant, she has been
19

successful when offering assistance regarding understanding
technology and reminding organizations to have “human moments.”
Other consultants (see Clarke, 2000; Doyal, 2000; & Keener,
2000 for specifics) have identified that change in organizations
is ongoing and never-ending.

Doyal (2000) says that, “it’s our

job to come in and explain to employees what’s changing.”

Since

this action is cyclical action, many organizations are always
experiencing change.
Since change in organizations is generally not viewed
positively by employees, consultants have capitalized on this
opportunity.

Of the consultants in this sample, 70% engage in

some sort of change consulting where the focus is placed on
communicating these changes to organizational members.

All of

the consultants who work to communicate change, agree that
consultants who do this will have job security in organizations
of today and tomorrow.

Since many consultants have had hands on

experiences with organizations who are experiencing changes, they
are able to bring to the table some good amounts of information
that other people might find helpful.

Soskin (2000) highlights

some of her experiences in organizations where change is ongoing:
“A lot of clients are getting rid of their I.T.
[information technology] departments as they exist, and
transferring those people on, into say a company like EDC,
20

who does IT support 24-7.

Or they might be getting rid of

their accounting department, and sending them over to
Andersen or Price Waterhouse.

A lot of people are getting

rid of HR [human resource] functions all together –
outsourcing is key.

The big trend today is to focus on what

they call their ‘core’ business.

So for example, if it’s an

oil company, they would want to focus on procurement or
drilling – not accounting or managing human resources.
There is a trend towards moving towards consulting firms,
and my job here is to be sure that employees understand why
this change is happening and how it will impact their
lives.” (Soskin, 2000)
As a general rule, those consultants in this sample have
also found their niche in helping others to become more effective
speakers, but it is significantly less prevalent than the
functions described above.

Although the notion of rhetorical

studies is considered to be old news in some circles, there is
still a need for it.

In this study, several consultants

identified that they still engage in teaching people how to
effectively speak in public (Mosesian, 2000 & Soskin, 2000) and
how to project a positive image (Bittman, 2000).
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RESULTS OF RESEARCH QUESTION FOUR
Research question four asked, “What barriers to entry exist
for new consultants to this field.”

The answer to this question

comes from responses to questions three and four regarding entry
to the field, as well as questions thirteen and fourteen
regarding barriers to entry.

These questions dealt with entry to

the field as well as questions about personal interest and advice
they would give someone who is considering becoming a consultant.
See Table 3 for a collapsed listing of responses.
The most common response to this question revolved around
issues of credibility.

A majority of consultants who were

interviewed questioned the credibility of someone who is just
finishing their degree.

They question the value of services

offered by someone who has little business experience.

DeWine

(2000) offers this insight into the issue of credibility:
“It’s very important that people who are just getting into
it [the field of consulting] realize that you have to have
some kind of credential that would make people ask you to
work with them.

That credential could be that you’ve worked

in industry for ten or thirteen years and have established
contacts as an organizational member.

Or that credential

could be that you have a Ph.D. and you’ve worked in academia
for fifteen or twenty years and they can call on
22

you...Because somewhere, that gives you some kind of
credibility, because who’s Sue DeWine, unless I have some
sort of credentials or experience.

I have no reason to

believe that she knows anymore about my needs than someone
off the street.”
Established networks and client bases have emerged as
probably the most important tool used by consultants.

The

profession is network based and it is important that the person
entering the field, have some personal contacts in their
repertoire.

Pre-established contacts serve as referral for

others, and are helpful in establishing new clientele and
business.

Keener (2000) reiterates this in his interview:

“Don’t go out on your own until you’ve got a client base and you’ll probably have to ‘steal’ them.

Build a client

base with another company, and there are a lot of companies
out there claiming to do change management stuff – like
Andersen.

They’ve got the base – a huge client base - and

they know how to market themselves, so if you get to work
for one of those kinds of companies, keep clients in your
hip pocket to take with you, if you go out on your own.”
(Keener, 2000)
One consultant (Weiner, 2000) mentioned that in a literal
sense of “barrier to entry,” there are virtually none.
23

He notes

that it is very easy to start a consulting firm especially since
many people own home computers.

All someone needs is publishing

software, and they could produce their own marketing materials
and business cards.

The only remaining paperwork involves filing

with the state so that the business is legitimate.
However, Weiner (2000) says that the barriers arise when one
is trying to make a business successful.

He identifies that one

must be completely dedicated, and committed to making the
organization a success.

He also posits that it may take over

seven years from the time a consulting firm is opened until it
first turns a profit.
Other responses to this question circle around the
differences between the professional world and the academic
world.

DeWine (2000) says that students must understand the

difference between organizational and academic experience.
Possession of a master’s degree does not give credibility in an
organization.

It must be earned in other ways.

Therefore, this

reflects the notion of credibility as a main barrier.

Soskin

(2000) comments about this in her interview:
“I’m probably a good person to ask because it’s only been a
year since I started...It’s important to know that it’s a
completely different world from academics – there is some
overlap, so you don’t want to forget everything you already
24

know, but it’s different and you really have to be able to
step out of where you are and start all over again.

I know

that if you’re anything like me, you felt like you’ve built
a certain amount of credibility – you’ve got a couple of
degrees...it means a little bit, but it doesn’t mean that
much.

The applied world is so different – so its like

starting over.”

(Soskin, 2000)
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Chapter Four
DISCUSSION
These general results from this survey begin to unearth
important issues.

From each research question, additional

discussion is merited so graduate students have some sort of
handle on what it takes to become a consultant.

This discussion

will work from the perspective from which an aspiring
communication consultant would be working.

This perspective

assumes that the student has a master’s degree in communication
studies, and has little experience in organizations outside of
the academy.

This discussion should answer the question, "Where

should the aspiring consultant start?"
The aspiring consultant can take the information that is
gained from this literature and have a better understanding of
what kind of requirements are necessary for consultants to enter
the field.

The information contained above in the results should

give some good ideas to the student as to what opportunities
exist in the field of consulting.

This chapter will discuss the

findings systematically, beginning with the sample demographics,
and finishing with the final research question.
DISCUSSION OF SAMPLE
Of the consultants interviewed, the vast majority indicated
that they have many years of experience in the field.
26

With the

average being 14.5 years of consulting experience, all indicated
that they had been working in other professional areas before
practicing as a consultant.
As evident in the results, organizational experience is one
of the most important possessions for an aspiring consultant to
have.

It is important for students and experts to realize that

experience in organizations, over virtually any other
preparation, will better prepare them to enter the field as a
consultant.
In general, this research was conducted with participants
who were highly educated.

It can be safe to assume by judging

from this sample those who aspire to become consultants must be
highly educated as well.

With 70% of the consultants interviewed

holding a master’s degree, it would be safe to assume that those
who are successful graduate students might be good candidates to
pursue a career in consulting.
DISCUSSION OF RESEARCH QUESTION ONE
Research question one asked, “Who are communication
consultants and how can they be located?”

Answers to this

question were determined from the questions dealing with
professional organizations.

Since it was determined that this is

a network-based occupation, it is important to associate with
other consultants.
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If there were trends in associations, this would be a good
starting point for someone who is interested in beginning a
career in consulting to look to for some starting points.

It

would also be very beneficial for prospective consultants to
apply for membership, and become involved with these
organizations professionally.
The organizations listed in Table 1 are organizations that
would be beneficial for graduate students to be familiar with.
If the student is interested in the field of communication
consulting they consider joining some, particularly the American
Society for Training and Development (ASTD).

As indicated in the

results above, the ASTD was by far the most commonly mentioned
organization.

The majority of interviewees indicated that this

was possibly the best organization to belong to because of their
vast resources available for consultants, and because of
excellent annual conventions.
The National Communication Association ranked second in
frequency of mention.

This is primarily an academic

organization, and its ranking is probably a function of the
sample.

Most consultants that mentioned this organization said

that it was strictly an academic organization, and it does very
little in terms of providing professional resources.
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However, it

has been used to network and keep current on communication
research.
It would also be very beneficial for prospective consultants
to apply for membership, and become involved with the other
professional organizations that are mentioned in Table 1.
Information could be shared between consultants, and trends in
organizations could be identified.

The importance of belonging

to the local chamber of commerce also emerged.

Respondents

indicated that since this profession is heavily grounded in
personal contacts, becoming a member of the chamber and being
involved in local activities would be beneficial.

Business

partnerships can be established and a relationship with the
municipality in which one is located can be cultivated.
Many of the members in the sample either are
college/university instructors or had been in the past.
them taught human communication studies.

Many of

An excellent place to

locate consultants in a particular geographic area would be to
call a nearby university and ask for referrals to communication
consultants.

Results indicate that secretaries have been helpful

in providing these references.
This leads to a reoccurring theme within the field of
consulting.

The field is heavily reliant on establishing

personal contacts as a marketing tool.
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In fact, many established

consultants rely solely on word of mouth as a marketing tool.
This was said to be one of the best marketing tools available.
However, many of the consultants interviewed spent large amount
of time and money on mass mailings early in their careers.
passed many hours trying to sell their services.

They

However, once

established, consultants tend to rely less on “marketing.”

Many

have abandoned their marketing budgets, and use only business
cards, as their single marketing tool.

This may be a function of

time spent in the field.
DISCUSSION OF RESEARCH QUESTION TWO
The second research question asked, “How do communication
consultants describe their job functions?"

To answer this

question, the focus is put on three specific areas: training,
coaching, and specialization.

These three areas best summarize

the findings from the results.
In order to be part of the training profession, it would be
beneficial for graduate students who are interested in working in
this area gain exposure to it.

Actively working as an intern in

a training firm, or participating in coordination of training
sessions, would be a good beginning.

Exposure to the actual work

as a consultant can build networks, give valuable career
experience, and provide references.

30

Working with experienced

veterans will help to equip an aspiring consultant with the tools
needed to be successful.
It should also be kept in mind that if one is interested in
working in a training field, they should have a firm background
in pedagogy and androgogy.

If one does not know the fundamentals

of teaching and instruction, likelihood of success is minimal.
Course work and classroom experience can be valuable to an
aspiring consultant.
Coaching also emerged as one of the three major areas in
which consultants work frequently.

This is a one-on-one type

situation where individuals work together to achieve some sort of
common goal.

Since this is more of an upper-level management

type of activity, it is very important that these consultants
have a firm grasp on how organizations work.

They must also have

strong interpersonal communication skills.
More often than not, the major requirement to become a coach
is that the consultant have experience in organizations.

It is

highly unlikely that a chief executive office will call on a
newly graduated college student to give him or her advice on a
specific issue.

It is more likely, however, that he or she will

call upon someone that is more like them, and someone who has
"been around the block" once or twice.

This is evident in the

interview data (Clarke, 2000 & Keener, 2000).
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The third basic type of consultant was a specialist.

In

this instance, a specialist could be called in to perform some
form of specialty work.

This type of work is much more concrete.

If someone were experienced in the analysis of data, he or she
might be called in to make sense of the survey that was sent out
by the organization's human resource department.

In this

instance, it would be most important for the consultant to simply
have the experience in the area.

Although this is still probably

a heavily networked area, years of service is probably less
important than the possession of the skills to complete the task
at hand.

Networks are important, but in terms of the specialist,

the skills are more important.
DISCUSSION OF RESEARCH QUESTION THREE
Research question three asked, “What kinds of communication
consultants are needed today in organizations?”

This question

was asked because it is important to know the market for aspiring
consultants so they know what areas to specialize in.
For example, DeWine (2000) explained that organizations will
always need people to teach others basic communication skills.
This is because of the fact that not everyone can be experts in
every area, and constant improvement can be made, even when the
communicator is considered to be a good one.
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This is good news for the communication studies graduate
student.

If successful in their studies, communication students

might secure a position conducting skills training workshops.
Again, the key to this is gaining credibility as a trainer.

This

could be accomplished through establishment of personal contacts
within the training and development circles or could be
accomplished by working for a large firm in the training
department.

Students wishing to do this should focus efforts on

gaining employment in large consulting firms such as Anderson
Consulting, or Sheppard Associates.
Doyal (2000), Keener (2000), and Clarke (2000) all posited
that change in organizations is inevitable.

All organizations go

through cycles of change, and since change in organizations is
generally not looked upon favorably by employees, consultants are
beneficial here.
This area is more difficult for graduate students to find a
career in.

Once again, many people who work with communicating

change in organizations have had many years of experience in
organizations, and would be hesitant to rely on a newly graduated
student.

People who have experienced organizational change first

hand have a larger repertoire of information to share with people
who have not experienced change on the same level.
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However, there are some limitations on relying on the
information attained via self-report.

When one is asked to

justify his or her existence as an organizational member, he or
she will do their best to be sure that they will continue to be
needed.

There is a self-serving bias in their response.

The

information that is presented by the consultants in this sample
is self-serving in that they will always discuss the areas they
specialize in.
to survive.

This is probably an example of the human instinct

When asking a consultant, or any member of an

organization, what types of jobs are needed, they will probably
never advocate that their position be eliminated.

Most responses

that an interviewer would receive would at the very least justify
existence in an organization, but would almost always take an
extremely positive vantage point.
DISCUSSION OF RESEARCH QUESTION FOUR
Research question four asked, “What barriers to entry exist
for new consultants to this field?”

Responses to this question,

as indicated in the results section, were varied.

However, some

general conclusions can be drawn from this research.
With the advent of home computers, it is very easy to start
a home business.

With a small amount of computer know-how, one

can begin to build a business from the letterhead, to business
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cards, to other marketing materials.

So, in the strictest sense

of a “barrier,” virtually none exist.
However, the difference exists in the fact that without
business experience, a list of personal contacts, or a client
list, it is very difficult to establish a successful business.
Since the consulting business is highly geared towards the use of
personal contacts to gain clients, marketing materials may not
matter very much in the long run.

It is much more important that

one establishes a set of bridges within organizations.
Graduate students must examine the knowledge they gain in
graduate school and always be looking for practical application
for it.

The definition that is posited at the beginning of this

work theorizes that a consultant is someone that bridges the gap
between theoretical application and real life application.

If a

student has the ability to take an academic construct and make a
commercially viable product out of it, success can follow.
Students should constantly scanning their courses for tidbits of
information that they believe that someone else might be
interested in buying one day.

Weiner (2000) reinforced this idea

during his interview:
“Although university is not a trade school, and the focus
there is on teaching students ‘how’ to think, it should be
open to making practical application of information...It
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wouldn’t hurt – over a beer – for a professor to say to a
student, ‘here are some ways you might think about turning
that academic article into something that a person who reads
Fortune magazine might like to read.’”
(Weiner, 2000)
Graduate students would also benefit from working for a
larger consultation firm before starting their own firm.

Some of

the respondents from this project indicated that these larger
firms are more likely to hire those who are fresh out of graduate
programs, and put them in a consulting type situation.

Some

examples of these might be Anderson Consulting, or Sheppard
Associates.

Once experience is gained in these organizations,

and a professional repertoire of clientele is established, it
might be more viable for those people to leave the comfort of a
larger organization and venture out on their own.
Respondents indicate that it is very important that one gets
involved in the business community in the area from which you are
located.

This will help to build a contact base, and to show to

the community that one is serious about making improvements in
local organizations.

This will impact the overall success of the

community at large.
In terms of barriers to entry and suggestions, one of the
most valuable pieces of advice gained from this research was to
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not begin a career as a consultant.

Since the word "consultant"

indicates that someone has a level of expertise in some area of
organizational life, it would be best if one gains real
experience in organizations before he or she posits expertise.
Although it may be tempting to begin a career as consultant, most
college graduates would be hard pressed to find a consulting
position directly out of college.
SUGGESTIONS FOR COMMUNICATION GRADUATE STUDENTS:
Aside from gaining experience in organizations, the
communication graduate student can begin preparation in college
for a future career as a consultant.

To achieve this, there are

some tasks that a prospective graduate student should accomplish
to be successful.
Graduate students should be enrolled in courses that
will benefit them when leaving the academy.

For example,

students wishing to work in training and development should take
some course work in organizational communication, organizational
psychology, and human resources.

These courses can give valuable

organizational insight that a consultant would need to possess.
The key is to take schema-building course work.

As mentioned

earlier, organizational experience is vital, but when coupled
with course work, the information a consultant gives to an
organization may be more stable.
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In addition to coursework, the graduate student may seek
exposure to organizations through independent study credit, or
through internships.

This may be a good method for students to

gain organizational experience, build networks, and make
application of the traditional course work that was presented in
class.

It is most important that the student work in an area

that he or she is interested.

For example, if a student were to

be interested in coaching, he or she may wish to couple together
with an established coach, and negotiate the terms of an
independent study or internship.

Depending on time limitations,

it may be beneficial for students to work in more than one
organization, since a consultant must have a wide understanding
of different types of organizations.
Graduate students should also become involved in the
Association for Training and Development.

If one is truly

serious about working in the field of consulting, joining the
ASTD is strongly recommended.

According to the consultants

interviewed, the ASTD has the best resources for those who are
involved in training and coaching.

Their conventions are well

known for sharing information, establishing networks, and
reinforcing skills.
Finally, the graduate student should consider becoming
active in community projects in the geographic area in which they
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will be working.

Once established in an area, the individual

will benefit from working on community projects, economic
development, and other pro bono work.

This is vital for one to

become established in the community as a leader and to establish
the contacts that are necessary to thrive as a consultant.
SUMMARY
This study examined the opportunities that exist for
communication studies students in the field of consulting.

This

was done so that the research questions posited could be
answered.
Research question one asked, “Who are consultants, and how
can they be located?”

This question dealt primarily with the

discovery of communication consultants.
this would be “within the ASTD.”

The most basic answer to

The ASTD was the most frequent

answer to the interview questions regarding locating consultants.
Research question two asked, “How do communication
consultants describe their job and career functions?”

It was

discovered that the consultants in this sample described their
careers as having a focus on training, coaching, or
specialization.

These three areas emerged as individual answers

were collapsed into categories.
Research question three asked, “What kinds of communication
consultants are needed today in organizations?”
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Two general

answers became apparent.

First, there is a need for trainers in

organizations who specialize in human communication skills.
Secondly, consultants who can assist with communicating
organizational change will always be valued.
Research question four asked, “What barriers to entry exist
for new consultants to this field.”

It was found that there are

considerable occupational barriers that exist for new graduates
who are hoping to enter the field of consulting.

Lack of

organizational experience and the need for networking emerged as
the largest barriers.

This study also outlines some future

directions for graduate students, and emphasizes the need for the
combination of organizational experience with academic work.
Hopefully, this research will begin to shed more light on
some aspects of communication consultation.

This should give

more options to both graduate and undergraduate students as how
to conceptualize their education and the careers that are
available.

It also might work towards changing the public's

notion that a degree in communication studies is one that has
little practical application.

Hopefully, scholars and employers

will realize that a need for communication expertise is needed
within organizations and that the education students work for
will have practical utility in the workforce.
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APPENDIX A
Interview Questions
I.

Job Function
1.
What do you do as a consultant?
2.
If you had to write up a job description for yourself,
what would the key elements be?

II.

Interest/History
3.
How did you become interested in consulting?/What
sparked interest?
4.
How long have you been in the field? What lead to your
entry?

III. Firm/Clients
5.
Do you own your own firm?/What company do you work for?
6.
How many employees work for this company?
7.
Who are your clients?
8.
How do you recruit clients?
IV.

Professional Membership
9.
Do you belong to any professional organizations?
10. What professional organizations do you belong to?
11. How long have you been a member?
12. Are there other professional organizations that you may
not belong to but believe to be noteworthy to the
field?

V.

Entry/Opportunities
13. What pieces of advice would you have for someone
considering entry to this field?
14. What types of communication consultants are needed in
organizations?

VI.

Literature
15. What do you consider to be some of the best pieces of
literature (both from the popular press and from
academia) out in circulation that deals with
consultation?
16. Which ones of these do you rely heavily upon?

VII. Contacts
17. Are there any other consultants you frequently work
with on projects?
18. If yes, who are they and where are they located?
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VIII.
19.
20.
21.
22.

Demographics
Sex of respondent
What is your age?
What degrees or certificates do you hold?
Where did you attain them? When?
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Suggested Reading List
BOOKS:
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by Terrence E.

by Sue DeWine
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Kevin Freiberg, Jackie Freiberg, Tom Peters
(March 1998) Bantam Doubleday Dell Pub (Trd Pap); ISBN: 0767901843
When Giants Learn to Dance

by Rosabeth Moss Kanter

(July 1990)

by

Touchstone

Books; ISBN: 0671696254

Communicating Change : How to Win Employee Support for New Business Directions
by Sandar Larkin (Contributor), T. J. Larkin
(April 1994) McGraw-Hill; ISBN: 0070364524
All I Really Need to Know I Learned from Watching Star Trek
Marinaccio
(June 1994) Crown Pub; ISBN: 0517597985
If Aristotle Ran General Motors : The New Soul of Business
Morris,
(November 1998) Henry Holt & Company, Inc.; ISBN: 0805052534

by Dave

by Thomas V.

Leaders : Strategies for Taking Charge by Burt Nanus (Contributor), Warren G.
Bennis
February 1997) Harperbusiness; ISBN: 0887308392
Leadership Secrets of Attila the Hun by Wess Roberts
(May 1991) Warner Books; ISBN: 0446391069
The Fifth Discipline : The Art and Practice of the Learning Organization
Peter M. Senge
(October 1994) Doubleday Books; ISBN: 0385260954
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by

Periodicals:
The Chronicle of Higher Education
Fast Company
Fortune Magazine
The Harvard Business Review
Journal of Applied Communication
Journal of Business Communication
The Los Angeles Times
Management Communication Quarterly
The New York Times
Personnel Executive
Training & Development
Training Magazine
Wall Street Journal
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Table 1
Frequency of Professional Associations Mentioned
Collapsed Responses to Interview Questions 9 through 12
Professional Association

Frequency

The American Society for Training and Development
(ASTD)
Regional Communication Associations
Including: Eastern Communication Association,
Western Communication Association,
Southern Communication Association
& Mid-Western Communication Association
The National Communication Association (NCA)
Chamber of Commerce Local Chapters
The International Association of Business
Communication (IABC)
The International Communication Association (ICA)
The Organizational Development Network
Coach University
University Associates (defunct)
Instructional Systems Association
International Case Studies Organization
National Association of Women Business Owners
National Association of Female Executives
National Speakers Association
Public Relations Society of Australia
Society of Human Resources Management
United States Chamber of Commerce
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8
6

4
3
2
2
2
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1

Table 2
Frequency of Job Functions Mentioned
Collapse of Interview Questions 1 and 2
Common Job Functions

Frequency

Communicating Change Management
Coaching and Leadership Communication
General Communication Training and Development
Strategic Planning
Marketing Communication
Less Common Job Functions

6
5
4
4
2
Frequency

Customer Service Training
Employee Communication
Image Management
Instructional Design
Process Specialization
Organizational Culture Issues
Public Speaking Training
Survey Specialist

1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
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Table 3
Frequency of Barriers to Entry Mentioned
Collapse of Interview Questions 13 and 14
Barrier

Frequency

Credibility Issues
Few Barriers Exist
Long Time Until Established
Lack of Networks
Commitment Necessary
Difference Between Academia & Professional Worlds
Marketing Problems
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5
3
3
2
1
1
1

